Although Sir William Osler died more than 70 years ago his life and writings continue to engender interest as manifest by the very active societies dedicated to his memory and the number of publications about him that continue to appear every year. The cause of this continuing admiration is difficult to explain, since, as has been pointed out, many of his now forgotten contemporaries were equally gifted clinicians and writers and made greater contributions to medical research.'
always in sight; and the poor devils dipping up the water in pails from one level to the other". Sometimes they "tied up to one of Cook's floating barge docks; squatted outside is a group of natives, and the Egyptian policeman (who is in evidence at each stopping place) is parading with an old Snider and a fine stock of cartridges in his belt.... "The journey from Cairo to "Assouan" and back took four and a half weeks with frequent stops including visits to the Hospital of the American Mission at Assiut and various antiquities, and on March 5th: "We are here at the first Cataract, across which is the great dam, a bit of work of which even the old Rameses 11 would have been proud". The antiquities fascinated him. After visiting the tombs of Denderah: "Heavens what feeble pigmies we are! Even with steam, electricity and the Panama Canal ... " After Luxor: "wonderfully impressive. No such monument of human effort exists as Karnak. It is simply staggering". "The great pyramid came up to my expectation . . . we saw it by the full moon".3 And of medical interest: "I have just come from paying my respects to Dr lmhotep", the architect of the step pyramid and "the first physician with a distinct personality to stand out in the mists of antiquity". His medical observations were incorporated into the new edition of his famous text-book. A few comments from his letters: "The country has one God -the sun; and two devils -dust and flies; the latter responsible I am sure for twothirds of the disease. The ophthalmia is awful and one sees a great deal of blindness". Regarding hookworm disease he writes: "They have not yet organised a crusade against the disease and it really seems hopeless as no one wears anything on the feet in the country, and the conditions about the villages could not be more favourable for its spread. At every landing-stage one can pick out the victims. Bilharzia is even worse -very common and more hopeless. The Hospital has a score or more of bladder cases and as many of the intestinal form". His interest in books was not neglected: "I saw some great books in the Khedival Library . . . Korans superbly illuminated. The finer types have been guarded jealously from the infidel, and Moritz the librarian showed me examples of the finer forms that are not in any European libraries. Then he looked up a reference and said -'You have in the Bodleian three volumes of a unique and most important 16th cent Arabic manuscript dealing with Egyptian antiquities. We have the other two volumes. Three of the five were taken from Egypt in the 17th century. We would give almost anything to get the others'. And then he showed me two of the most sumptuous Korans, about 3 ft in height, every page ablaze with gold, which he said they would offer in exchange. I have written ... to get the curators to make the exchange, but it takes a University decree to part with a Bodley book! " He has much to say about the people he met and their religion. "The Arabs are fine; our Reis, or pilot, is a direct descendant, I am sure, of Rameses 11, judging from his face. After washing himself he spreads his prayer mat at the bow of the boat and says his prayers with the really beautiful somatic ritual of the Moslem".
"Our dragoman is a fine old Arab full of humour. 'Me', he says, 'I have my Koran, my cold water, my cigarette and my home"'. "We had a great treat yesterday afternoon. The Pasha of this district has two sons at Oxford.... We had tea in his house and then visited a Manual Training School for 100 boys, which he supports. In the evening he gave us a big dinner. I wish you could have seen us start off on donkeys for the half mile to his house. It was hard work talking to him through an interpreter, but he was most interesting -a great tall Arab of very distinguished appearance. A weird procession left his house at 11 pm -all of us in evening dress, which seemed to make the donkeys very frisky. Three lantern men, a group of donkey men, two big Arabs with rifles, and following us a group of men carrying sheep -one alive! chickens, fruit, vegetables, eggs, etc, to stock our larder". "The old Pasha, by the way, is a very holy man and has been to Mecca where he keeps two lamps perpetually burning and tended by two eunuchs. He is holy enough to do the early morning prayer from 4 to 6 am with some 2000 sentences from the Koran". "The Musselman at prayer is the most impressive thing I have yet seen. 'Tis the secret of the success of the most successful religion if one judges by numbers. To see a great stalwart fellow stop his work at the call from some distant mosque and go through the impressive ritual of his prayers, and when we read in Lane the beautiful words of that prayer -the feeling comes of the intense realism of their faith and its magnificent tribute to the majesty and immanence of the one God".3 His only reservation was on the position of women. In Cairo again, he writes: "I spent a couple of hours yesterday with the chancellor of this ancient university (10th cent of works, the essential literature grouped about the men of the first rank. The index lists 58 items in this section related to Arabian medicine. Bibliotheca Secunda, the largest section, includes works of men who have made notable contributions, but not of the first importance. This contains 37 items of Arab interest. Bibliotheca Litteraria, which groups literary works by medical men and books dealing in a general way with doctors and the profession, has three items relevant to Arab medicine. Thirty-nine other items of Arabic interest are in the remaining sections entitled: Historica, Biographica, Bibliographica -whose titles are self explanatory -Incunabula which contains books printed before 1501, and a final section of Manuscripts. A few months after his return from Egypt, Osler was invited by the President of Yale University to deliver a series of lectures on the Silliman Foundation.2 Though primarily religious, the terms of the Foundation were wide enough to allow Osler to choose an historical topic -The Evolution of Modern Medicine, which he later described as "semi -popular and represents a sort of aeroplane flight through the centuries". Busy preparing the lectures, the next year finds him writing: "I have been deep in all sorts of out of the professional reading for these lectures trying to get in touch with men and times and places in our history. 'Tis not easy but the personal interest in individuals helps over the dull periods". His biographer points out that "His interest in the early medical incunabula had been a by -path followed in the preparation of his Silliman Lectures to give him 'a mental picture of the professors and practice of the time, from the characters of the books they thought it worth while to have printed"'. 2 Osler had a "Deuce of a job getting these lectures ready" and they were finally given only in April 1913. The galley proofs of the lectures arrived from the Yale press later that year, but he was reluctant to have them published and in the next year: "I have bought off the Yale book by returning my honorarium. I was doubtful about them. I suppose I have got critical -possibly hyper-critical! the deeper I get into medical history".2 "The Evolution of Modern Medicine" appeared in book form eight years after the lectures were delivered, and after Osler's death. The section on Arabian medicine runs for 14 pages, and tells how the scientific knowledge of Greeks and Romans was preserved and nurtured by the Arabs during the Middle Ages, when it was lost in Europe; and of its return to the West. Earlier, Osler had written: "Once only in modern times has a tropical people, reaching a high grade of civilization, spread far and wide, in the magic outburst with which the Arabians shook the very foundations of Christianity".10 In the Silliman Lectures this seventh century tide is described as follows: " . . . the Crescent had swept from Arabia through the Eastern Empire, over Egypt, North Africa and over Spain . . . " the Arabs were "... . deeply appreciative of all that was best in Graeco -Roman civilization and nothing more than of its sciences. The cultivation of medicine was encouraged by the Arabs in a very special way".'1 Osler tells how "close upon the crowd of translators who introduced the learning of Greece to the Arabians came original observers of the first rank, ... Rhazes ... With a true Hippocratic spirit he made many careful observations on disease, and to him we owe the first accurate account of smallpox, which he differentiated from measles.... He was a man of strong powers of observation, good sense and excellent judgement. His works were very popular, particularly the gigantic "Continens", one of the bulkiest of incunabula.... It is an encyclopaedia filled with extracts from the Greek and other writers, interspersed with memoranda of his own experiences. His "Almansor" was a very popular text-book, and one of the first to be printed". "I "The first of the Arabians, known throughout the Middle Ages as the Prince, the rival indeed of Galen, was the Persian Ibn Sina, better known as Avicenna, one of the greatest names in the history of medicine. Born about 980 AD in the province of Khorasan, near Bokhara" according to his autobiography "He could repeat the Koran by heart when ten years old, and at twelve he had disputed in law and in logic. So that he found medicine was an easy subject, not from Dr Sa'eed: "As you see by the address I was compelled to escape from Hamadan about four months ago for the Turks led by the Germans were coming, and the fanatic Kurds too were ready to put an end to this apostate Kurd". As Cushing comments: "Small chance for the tomb of Avicenna". Occasional glimpses of Dr Sa'eed continue, and Osler writes to a friend in May 1917: "The Persian Embassy sent me a fine Rhazes MS in Arabic the other day. I expect it came from my friend Sa'eed". After the war, and the terrible grief he suffered at the loss of his beloved son Revere, Osler took up the project again and in July 1919, in a letter to Dr Charles Singer; "In '14 we had almost completed arrangements for the repair of the Prince's tomb at Hamadan. We must take it up again. I have written to Neligan,.... to find out just how far he had proceeded, i.e. whether he really had the Shah's consent". The project remained incomplete at his death on December 29th, 1919. Cushing summarises Osler's efforts in this matter in a long footnote" ... Osler attempted to arouse the interest of the profession by letters to the journals; by getting Dr Sa'eed, on another visit to England, to speak at the Historical Section on the subject; ... even the war and its aftermath did not cause him to leave off. Meanwhile Avicenna's tomb continues to disintegrate. Of it Dr Sa'eed wrote at this time: 'the date of 1294 AH at the top is the date of renewing the place by the daughter of the Shah. The dome also was built by the Princess but is decaying and needs attention. Inside it is black with the smoke of wood opium and hashish used by the Dervishes who take shelter there"'. Osler's affection for Avicenna can be seen in these lines from "The Evolution of Modern Medicine": "The touch of the man never reached me until I read some of his mystical and philosophical writings translated by Mehren. It is Plato over again. The beautiful allegory in which men are likened to birds snared and caged until set free by the Angel of Death might be met with anywhere in the immortal Dialogues. The tractate on Love is a commentary on the Symposium; and the essay on Destiny is Greek in spirit without a trace of Oriental fatalism, as you may judge from the concluding sentence, which I leave you as his special message: "Take heed to the limits of your capacity and you will arrive at a knowledge of the truth. How true is the saying: -Work ever and to each will come that measure of success for which Nature has designed him""'P.I'
